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Abstract 
The Leaving Certificate programme in Ireland is a two year programme for upper second-level 
students and culminates in them sitting externally-set high stakes State examinations.  Students’ 
experiences of the programme are dominated by these assessment demands and the level of 
media coverage of these examinations has been deemed ‘extraordinary’ by external observers.  
Drawing on 790 articles from two national newspapers across a four year time period (July 
2013-July 2017), this paper provides, for the first time, an overview on the nature of the media 
coverage offered in this mode. Thematic analysis of the articles reveals a heavy emphasis on 
technical and instrumental aspects of the programme. Priority is placed on providing practical 
advice regarding the application process for a college place along with study skills and 
examination tips. Overall, a consensualist view of Irish students is reflected in the assumption 
that all wish to progress to higher education. Higher-level examinations are afforded more 
importance than ‘ordinary’ level papers and there is a focus on high-achieving academic 
students. There are also indicative silences that relate to less ‘distinguished’ aspects of the 
Leaving Certificate. The paper concludes by raising a number of related concerns.  
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Teachers in a number of countries around the world have identified the importance of news 
media coverage in shaping public opinion. As Dearing and Rogers (1996) pointed out over 
20 years ago, print media c a n  e x e r c i s e  significant control over the crafting and 
publicising of the news agenda by deciding what stories are newsworthy and what are not. In 
a similar vein, Lynch et al. (2012, 205) have argued that “the media are not just 
communicators and interpreters of education politics but are active agents in framing the 
politics of education themselves”. According to others (Shine and O’Donoghue 2013) the 
media, particularly newspapers, can be powerful in establishing topics of conversation and 
concern for the public. The amount of coverage given to an issue  in news media can, in 
turn, influence the perceived relative importance attached to various education issues in 
society. Wanta, Golan, and Lee ( 2 0 0 4 )  e xp la in , the nature and extent of the coverage 
signal to readers the amount of attention an issue deserves to receive. Similarly, Dearing and 
Rogers (1996, 18) have stated that the actual number of news stories that appear on any 
particular issue can be seen to be a measure of its relative salience of the media agenda.  
At the same time, appealing and/or responding to the interests of the public appears to 
be the most prominent motivation of editors, both in terms of the nature of what they report 
and the manner in which they report it (O’Donoghue, Gleeson & McCormack, 2017). To this 
end, conflict and controversy are regularly used to generate ‘good’ headlines and boost 
circulation figures (ibid). This raises the question of what is it that grabs the attention of readers. 
Also, the situation can differ from country to country. Thus, there is a need for research to be 





the field. The situation in relation to Ireland is particularly fertile ground for research in this 
regard, especially in relation to reporting on the Leaving Certificate programme2.  
The high stakes nature of the Leaving Certificate is reflected in the extensive media 
coverage afforded to it, particularly when students are sitting the final examinations and when 
the results are released (Baird et al. 2015). Ireland is not alone in this respect, with newspaper 
editors in Australia (Shine and O’Donoghue 2013) and England and Wales (Warmington and 
Murphy 2007) having come to the realization that their readers have high levels of interest in 
examination-related issues and that associated coverage enhances their circulation figures 
(O’Donoghue et al., 2017). However, the volume and level of detail in the media coverage of 
the Leaving Certificate in Ireland is viewed as ‘extraordinary’ by Baird et al. (2015) and, they 
hold, it is only matched by two other jurisdictions, namely, New York State and Egypt.  
The above co ns id e r a t io ns  p r o mp t ed  t he  a u t ho r s  t o  a na lys e  the nature of 
media coverage of the Irish Leaving Certificate Programme in a number of national newspapers 
in Ireland. To that end, just under 800 newspaper articles were identified in two national 
newspapers relating to the Leaving Certificate Programme across a four year time period (2013-
2017). The remainder of this paper is focused on the analysis and discussion on these newspaper 
articles. First, the context is outlined. The study, including the results, is then detailed. These 
results are then discussed in terms of what they indicate regarding a number of aspects of the 
Irish education system, which are sorely in need of attention.  
 
 
                                                             
2 Senior cycle students are afforded three options all of which include Leaving Certificate in 
their title 1) The Leaving Certificate Established (LCE) is a broadly based two year programme, 
ending in the Leaving Certificate Examination. Achievement in this examination is the main 
determinant of progression to higher education  Participants in the Leaving Certificate 
Vocational Programme (LCVP) are required to choose from among certain combinations of 
vocationally oriented Leaving Certificate subjects and to take a/some module(s) of a vocational 
nature.The Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) is a self-contained programme designed for those 







Both the international and national context within which the study is located are now 
considered. This is undertaken in three parts. It opens with a consideration of the impact that 
assessment can have on teaching and learning. The importance of taking cognisance of the 
concept of the knowledge economy and its impact on rates of participation in third level 
education is detailed. Finally, the changing nature of the print media coverage on education 
issues is examined.  
 
Teaching, learning and assessment 
Summative assessment in state-level examinations, often characterised as being the tail that 
wags the curriculum dog (Hargreaves 1989), can encourage teachers to teach to the test and 
result in a narrowing of the curriculum. On this, Lange and Meaney (2012) argue that 
assessment can become the de facto curriculum for teachers. In other words, what gets 
examined is what gets taught and students find ‘ways to cut corners’ (Eisner 2004, 300). The 
situation regarding the Irish education system, being highly centralised and dominated by high-
stakes public examination, is no exception to this general trend (Jeffers 2011). Here, the final 
examination, namely, the Leaving Certificate Established (the Leaving Certificate), which is 
taken by the majority of senior students at the end of their final year of second-level schooling, 
can act as the main determinant of one’s future study and career prospects. 
Each individual’s examination results are translated into a points score and entry to 
higher-level courses are determined by these points3. Furthermore, the points system remains 
                                                             
3 Unlike other European countries, students in Ireland can take subjects at Higher or Ordinary 
Level. Mathematics and Irish can be taken at Foundation Level. A top grade (H1) in a higher 
level paper is awarded 100 points towards entry to Higher Education. A student’s overall points 
score is based on her/his top six subjects. Students who sit the Higher Level paper in mathematics 
receive 25 extra bonus points. Therefore, the maximum points awarded for a H1 in mathematics 
is 125 points. The highest overall number of points possible for a student to achieve in the 
Leaving Certificate is 625 points (6 H1 grades in Higher level papers including 25 bonus points 
for mathematics). Certain additional approaches are used to select students for more specialised 
courses with for example portfolios being used for entry to Art & Design programmes in 





the ‘dominant focus point in the latter years of post-primary schooling’ (Hennessy & Mannix 
McNamara 2013, 8). On this, Hyland (2011, 4) has stated: 
Students tend to conflate the Leaving Cert with the points system. This is evident when 
they are asked about their Leaving Cert results. Instead of stating their results in terms of 
subjects and grade levels achieved, as their results are issued by the State Examination 
Commission, students will usually respond to the question of “How did you get on in the 
Leaving Certificate” with the reply, “I got X number of points”. 
Engaging in rote learning, analysing previous examination papers (Jeffers 2011) and having 
ownership of ‘good notes’ is fundamental to achieving examination success (Hennessy & 
Mannix McNamara 2011). Consequently ‘many…broader co-curricular activities are ignored 
or minimised’ (Hyland 2011, 4). It is hardly surprising, as identified nearly 20 years ago in the 
Report of the Points Commission (Government of Ireland, 1999), that the Leaving Certificate 
examination exerts an enormous influence on teaching, learning and students experiences of 
education in Ireland. 
 
The knowledge economy and progression to third level education 
The perceived role of education, and particularly higher education, in contributing to Ireland’s 
economic competitiveness over the past 50 years has been well documented (OECD 1966). On 
this more broadly, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (1996) has 
been particularly instrumental in shifting the focus of governments of member states to 
embracing the concept of knowledge-based economies (Trench 2009). A 1996 report titled The 
Knowledge-based Economy (OECD 1996), for example, suggested that all OECD economies 
were moving in this direction.  
                                                             






It was also the OECD, along with the Lisbon Strategy of the European Union (2000), that 
put the term ‘firmly on the agenda’ of the Irish government (Coate and Mac Labhrainn 2007). 
Indeed, it became so embedded within Irish economic thought that all Higher Education policy 
documents placed a heavy emphasis on the crucially important contribution of education to the 
knowledge economy. This did not appeal of course to those who argued that an over-emphasis 
on economic needs should not be at the expense of broader societal ones (Lynch et al. 2012).  
Increasing the number of graduates and improving the capacity of third level institutions 
continue to be regarded as fundamental to Ireland’s ability to sustain high levels of economic 
competitiveness. A typical official statement on this was as follows: 
The need for Ireland to maintain and improve its international competitiveness by moving 
up the value chain to become a knowledge-based innovation society places the 
development of and support for a strong research capacity and a vibrant third-level 
education system at the forefront of our national policy priorities (DES 2003, 18) 
 
Currently, the emphasis and priority placed on developing a knowledge economy in 
Ireland is reflected in the number of students progressing to, and completing, third level 
education in one of Ireland’s seven universities or fourteen Institutes of Technology. Student 
numbers have increased dramatically, particularly since the mid 2000s (HEA 2017)  with the 
available higher education places reaching saturation point. As noted by Clancy and Goastellec 
(2007), the competition for entry to university programmes associated with high-status 
professions was particularly fierce. Overall enrolments showed an increase of +4% in 
undergraduate programmes and +3% for postgraduate programmes (HEA 2016) from 2011/12 





university or Institute of Technology through the nation’s Central Application Office4 (CAO). 
This meant that ‘almost 10 times as many students enrolled in all third level institutions in this 
country overall as there were in 1965’ (HEA 2017)5.  
 
Media coverage on education issues  
Increased investment in education along with increasing rates of progression to second and third 
level education in Ireland brought about increased media interest in education issues (Boland 
2018). This resulted in a whole new market for newspaper and changed the nature and focus of 
reporting on educational matters. Newspaper editors began to develop a heightened awareness 
of the public interest in education and to realize the impact such issues could have on sales. 
Christina Murphy of The Irish Times, one of the very first correspondents specializing in the 
field, viewed her role in terms of  ‘inform[ing] and explain[ing] to parents and pupils 
participating in what was by now a mass second-level education system, how it operated and 
what could be expected from it’ (O’Donoghue et al., 2017, 141). In more recent times, as 
suggested by John Walshe, former educational correspondent both with the Irish Independent 
and The Irish Times,  increased public interest in media coverage relating to educational issues 
has resulted in ‘consumer journalism’ (ibid, 143).  
Against the background of increased competition for college places there has been an 
increased focus on providing study advice to students in an attempt to support their efforts to 
maximize their CAO points. The views of teachers and students on the examination papers of 
                                                             
4 The awarding of places in third level institutions is overseen by the Central Application Office 
(CAO) which ‘processes applications for undergraduate courses in Irish Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs)’ (www.CAO.ie). Places are normally awarded to individual applicants based 
on the points system. The final points for a course are based on the number of places available 
on the course and the level of competition for places. The points for each course represent the 
points score of the last applicant to receive an offer on that course 
(http://www2.cao.ie/downloads/documents/2018/howarepointsdecidedforacourse.pdf).  
5 The National Framework of Qualification is a system of 10 levels. Level 6-10 relates to third 
level education. Level 6 refers to a Certificate, Level 7 to an Ordinary Bachelor Degree, Level 






the day became a common feature, as did ‘an examination diary’, tracking the views and 
experiences of students throughout the Leaving Certificate process. Equally, ‘examination 
briefs’ or ‘study supplements’ were provided in particular subjects throughout the year. The 
newspapers began to provide coverage of events taking place on the days of the examination. 
Finally, while the focus of the newspaper coverage of the Leaving Certificate broadened over 
the years, at all times coverage of issues relating to it led to the generation of ‘big money and 
sales spinners’.  
The Study 
The study investigated the nature and focus of newspaper coverage of the Leaving Certificate 
Programme from 1st July 2013 to 1st July 2017 in two of Ireland’s widely-read daily newspapers, 
The Irish Times and the Irish Independent. The following research questions were addressed:  
 What topics feature most frequently in the newspaper coverage relating to the Leaving 
Certificate Programme?  
 What topics feature least frequently in the newspaper coverage relating to the Leaving 
Certificate Programme? 
 What underlying assumptions are evident in the newspaper coverage relating to the 
Leaving Certificate Programme? 
 
Selection of newspaper sources and articles 
Thirty years ago, O Búachalla (1988, 379) identified two national newspapers, the Irish 
Independent and The Irish Times, as providing extensive coverage of education issues. These 
two newspapers continue to have high circulation and to maintain their strong traditions of 
reporting on education issues (O’Donoghue et al., 2017).  
All styles of articles other than ‘letters to the editor’ were included in the search. 





Scheepers 2006, 455). Our goal was ‘to develop a keyword list that produces an exhaustive and 
relevant corpus’ with minimum ‘blind spots’ (ibid, 457).  
The initial search involved just one term however, namely, ‘Leaving Certificate/Cert’. 
Following an initial search and a brief perusing of the articles, it was decided that this would 
continue to be the only key word used, with articles relating to Post Leaving Certificate courses, 
Leaving Certificate Applied, Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme being included. The 
outcome, through using electronic data sources,6 was 884 articles: 317 from The Irish Times 
and 567 from the Irish Independent. 
Initially, all 884 articles were included in the corpus of data. In acting thus, we were 
taking account of a view that ‘over-selection’ of articles will always occur (Schafraad et al. 
2006, 459) irrespective of how effective the keywords are. And, as recommended by Schafraad, 
we conducted a ‘careful second selection’ (ibid, 461) by manually checking for articles deemed 
to be not sufficiently focused on the area of interest. This left us with a total of 790 articles for 
analysis: 269 from The Irish Times and 521 from the Irish Independent.7 
 
Approach to analysis  
 
Initially, all selected articles were read and 110 codes were generated. Throughout the 
generative process, the authors read each article and allocated a code on the basis of the focus 
of the article rather than the number of times a word appeared. This meant that some articles 
were allocated just one code. For example, a short article discussing the process of applying for 
the CAO was given the one code, ‘Process and procedures for applying to the CAO’, 
irrespective of the number of times the word CAO appeared. Most articles, however, were 
                                                             
6 The Irish Independent was searched via the Irish Newspaper Archives while The Irish Times 
was searched through ProQuest. 
7 The articles in the Irish Independent were often shorter than those in The Irish Times. Also 
issues may have existed regarding the related search engines used, as outlined in the limitations 
of the study. These two issues may explain the differences in the number of articles between the 





allocated a number of codes as a number of different issues were usually discussed within them. 
To maximise reliability in analysis, 5% of the articles (n=40) were coded and analysed 
separately by two of the authors.  All discrepancies were settled through discussion and 
consensus. The codes were revisited and readjusted where necessary.  
The purpose of the third research question was to unearth taken-for-granted assumptions 
in the newspaper articles. This required us to adopt an inductive approach to thematic analysis 
(Lewis 2009) which involved reading and re-reading all of the articles (Cheek 2004, 1145) and 
identifying reoccurring themes. We then discussed our results and provided evidence from the 
articles to ensure that those we identified were sufficiently supported.  
 
Limitations of the study 
Search words may not always unearth all of the relevant articles. Similarly, some relevant 
articles may not have been uploaded to the relevant online platform. Human error will also 
occur, especially when dealing with such a large number of articles. Also, an analysis of the 
Leaving Certificate in other newspapers beyond the two selected may have resulted in very 
different findings.  
 
Results 
Following the analysis outlined above, five major topics, outlined in Table 1, were identified. 
These are ‘pathways, progression and procedures’, ‘teaching, learning and assessment’, ‘labour 
market issues’, ‘educational inequalities’ and ‘changes to the education system’.  
 
 






Each of the major themes is now considered in three sections, each relating to one of the three 
research questions.  
 




Progression pathways and procedures 
 
The most dominant topic in the reporting is ‘progression pathways and procedures’. It relates 
in particular to the options available to students following completion of their Leaving 
Certificate. The most common focus of the newspaper articles on this matter relate to’ processes 
and procedures for applying to the CAO’ (200 articles), while discussion relating to the CAO 
points occurs 116 times. Also, higher education (Level 7/8 programmes) receive more coverage 
than other possible progression routes (188 articles). Furthermore while Post-Leaving 
Certificate Courses (PLCs) are frequently suggested as being a possible (or alternative) route 
(100 articles) they are usually presented as a route to a Level 7/8 course, rather than as being a 
qualification in their own right. 
 
Teaching, learning and assessment  
 
Study skills/exam advice (124 articles) is the most common issue under ‘teaching, learning and 
assessment’. Offering practical advice on study or providing subject study guides are various 
ways in which the newspapers, and particularly the Irish Independent, offer study support for 
students: 226 articles provided specific subject coverage for readers, the majority relating to 
English (105) and Mathematics (100). The Irish Independent publishes a series of supplements 
entitled ‘The Written Word’ that focuses on the Leaving Certificate English papers and thus 
leads to a large number of articles relating to English8. As well as the 100 articles referring to 
the subject mathematics, an additional 47 articles discuss the introduction of bonus points for 
                                                             





mathematics, bringing to 146 the number of articles discussing mathematics in some manner. 
Stress and the stressful nature of the Leaving Certificate are discussed in 98 articles. 
Furthermore, different approaches to assessment, including continuous assessment, assessment 
for learning, and aural/oral assessment, are explored in 68 articles, while 50 articles explore, in 
many cases from a critical perspective, the dominance of rote learning within the Leaving 
Certificate classroom. 
 
Labour market issues 
 
Considered under this topic, 80 articles refer to career guidance information or provide the 
perspectives of career guidance teachers.  Related articles focus on skills and skills 
development, particularly in relation to labour market demands (56 articles). In addition, 56 
articles explore issues on access to the labour market and education achievement, while a 
further 50 explore the relationship between possessing a Leaving Certificate and the condition 
of the Irish economy.  
 
Inequality in education 
 
On this matter, while 61 articles discuss education and social class disadvantage, including 
discussion on schools deemed officially to be disadvantaged (DES, 2005), slightly more focus 
is placed on identifying and discussing financial support and grants (64 articles) available to 
students progressing to higher education. Also, 56 articles refer to private schools, grind 
schools, and grinds, with some presenting the option of ‘repeating’ the Leaving Certificate in 
grind schools, where parents pay tuition fees and the focus is solely on preparation for 








Changes to the Leaving Certificate  
A number of articles explore changes to the Leaving Certificate, and particularly to aspects that 
were implemented during the time frame of the study (2013-2017). This includes the 
introduction of bonus points for mathematics (47 articles), changes to the grading scale for the 
Leaving Certificate examinations (40 articles) and the reduction of the number of entry routes 
to Level 8 programmes (20 articles).  
 
Topics receiving minimal treatment in the newspaper coverage relating to the Leaving 
Certificate 
 
Over 35 years ago, Coolahan (1981) noted that the Leaving Certificate Established (LCE), with 
its clear hierarchy between higher and lower level syllabi and examinations, was for long 
regarded as being the ‘gold standard’ in Irish post-primary schooling. It appears that this hasn’t 
changed in the interim evident in the fact that topics relating to the Leaving Certificate Applied 
(LCA), Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP) (see footnote 1 above), ordinary 
level subjects/paper, and apprenticeships receive less coverage than the LCE. There is also a 
considerable discrepancy between the treatment of English and mathematics on the one hand 
and subjects such as art and music.  
 
The LCA and the LCVP 
 
The LCA and the LCVP receive very little coverage, with the LCA programme referred to 30 
times across the 790 articles, and on only seven occasions is the programme considered in its 
own right. Three of these seven articles deal with the experiences of students with Down 
Syndrome completing the LCA programme (The Irish Times, 14th August 2013). Also, the 
actual name of the programme appears in only four article headings. The remaining 22 articles 
merely mention the LCA programme in passing when discussing other issues. For example, in 





2015), only 11 words in it relate to the LCA programme with the dominant focus being on the 
LCE. Also, the LCVP is only mentioned in passing in 16 articles, and then only in the context 
of broader discussion on such issues as LCE, CAO points, and work experience.   
 
Completing an apprenticeship 
 
Perhaps reflective of the low investment in apprenticeships during the Europe-wide economic 
recession (Brunello 2009), the option of undertaking an apprenticeship is not frequently 
mentioned in reporting on the Leaving Certificate (n=42). In fact, apprenticeships receive the 
same level of coverage in The Irish Times as HPAT, which one needs to pass as an additional 
requirement for entry to undergraduate medicine courses (20 articles each). Also, articles rarely 
focus exclusively on apprenticeships (n=4; see for example, The Irish Independent, 28th January 
2016). Rather, they are only mentioned within articles where the dominant focus is on college 
places.  
 
Ordinary level exam papers and subjects  
 
Ordinary level exam papers and subjects receive less coverage and attention than higher level 
exam papers/subjects. In total, only 68 articles refer to ordinary level subjects and examinations 
while 120 relate to higher level. Even in cases where both are discussed, ordinary level receives 
less attention. For example, in the Irish Independent on the 5th June 2015, one article which is 
nine 9 paragraphs long, focuses on the ordinary level English examination while two articles, 
consisting of 22 paragraphs                                                                                                                                                                                               
in total, focus on the higher level English examination paper. On the same day, in a report on 
the Leaving Certificate Engineering examination, only one sentence (in a nine-paragraph 
article) discusses the ordinary level examination paper, while the remainder of the article 





geography examination, two paragraphs focus on the ordinary level examination paper, while 
nine paragraphs discuss the higher level paper (Irish Independent, 6th June 2015).  
   
Levels of coverage between subjects 
 
Levels of coverage vary greatly by subject. For example, in contrast to the large amount of 
attention given to mathematics and English, art is only discussed 12 times across all of the 
articles, physical education is only mentioned six times, and music is only mentioned five times.  
 
Inequality in education 
Little attention is paid to the impact of social and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986) on students’ 
progression to third level education. Only 11 articles explore issues relating to ‘building 
networks’ and ‘esteem and self-confidence’ as an aspect of inequality (The Irish Times, 18th 
August 2015). In contrast 64 articles focus on issues relating to human capital, including those 
on financing and student loans. Articles relating to the performance of students availing of 
‘direct provision’ support,9 or seeking political asylum are largely absent, with only 6 articles 
discussing the issues faced by these students.  
 
Underlying assumptions in the newspaper coverage relating to the Leaving Certificate 
Programme 
 
Two main assumptions are evident in the reporting. One is that students are academic-focused 
and the other is that they will apply for a third level college place.  
 
Students being academic-focused 
 
The student voice provided in the reporting is frequently those of ‘straight-A students’ who 
progress to third level and, at times, offer advice on how to achieve high grades (Irish 
Independent, 29th January 2014). Articles published the day after the announcement of the 
                                                             
9 ‘Direct provision is a means of meeting the basic needs of food and shelter for asylum seekers 
directly while their claims for refugee status are being processed rather than through full cash 





Leaving Certificate results focus largely on students who achieved very high CAO points. One 
such article entitled ‘The Leaving Cert? It’s only an exam’ (The Irish Times, 8th August 2015) 
provide stories about six Leaving Certificate students, who had accumulative CAO points of 
3,456. Another article, published the day after the results in 2015, tells the stories of a number 
of students, all of whom achieved eight A1s (The Irish Independent, 13th August 2015). The 
journalist expressed surprise that one of these students, ‘despite his massive 625 points total’ 
was ‘looking forward to taking up a place on an Arts with Music course…..expected to be 
around 400 points’ (p.8).  
 
Progression to third level  
 
Progressing to third level education is presented as the natural and expected journey for students 
to take. It is accepted, for example, that all sixth year students contemplate their CAO choices 
after spending’ the last number of months researching courses and attending open days’ (Irish 
Independent, 18th December 2014). A reoccurring sub-theme within the Irish Independent is 
titled ‘Going to College’, while another article takes it as a given that students are ‘building 
towards college entry’ (The Irish Times, 27th November 2014).  
The assumption that all students are progressing to third level is also evident in such 
questions as ‘where will the jobs be when they [students] leave college?’ (The Irish 
Independent, 17th August 2015) and ‘what should you study at college?’ (The Irish Times, 23rd 
May 2017). While it is acknowledged in reports that ‘there are many routes to success’ (The 
Irish Independent, 11th August 2014), degree programmes in universities are presented as being 
the ideal and natural end goal.  
Level 7 and Level 8 university programmes receive more coverage to other possible 
progression routes (188 articles in comparison to 100 for PLCs and 42 for apprenticeships). For 
example, an article entitled ‘Schools out forever. So what’s next?’ focuses on the future plans 





degree programme. Other levels and awards are viewed as less desirable e.g. ‘I had prepared 
myself mentally for the eventuality that I would be going to [a local PLC course] first’ (The 
Irish Independent, 28th August, 2014).  
While PLCs (n=100) are viewed as an alternative option, it is frequently presented as a 
stepping stone towards a higher degree rather than a goal in its own right. PLCs are usually 
presented in terms of what Donnelly (The Irish Independent, 17th August 2015) calls ‘an 
alternative route to third level’. Suggestions in reporting that PLCs help students to mature 
‘before the challenge of college life’ (The Irish Times, 17th June 2014) further reflects this. 
Students are advised to ‘never disregard the level 6/7 courses out of a sense of academic 
snobbery, as almost all these programmes allow you to progress onto the level 8 higher degree’ 
(The Irish Times, 16th June 2015). Selecting such options are frequently suggested for those 
who do not get sufficient points for entry to their initial degree course of choice. Students ‘who 
get lower than average points’ are advised to ‘consider a PLC as it would be better than 
repeating’ (The Irish Independent, 17th Aug 2016). While a number of stories are told of 
students who completed PLCs, the message conveyed is that majority do so if they did not 
achieve sufficient points in their Leaving Certificate, and later progressing on to a diploma or 
degree course.  
Some reporting does attempt to provide an alternative discourse. For example, some 
articles highlight the importance of PLC courses ‘in their own right’ (The Irish Times, 13th Sep 
2-16) or emphasise the valuable skills students can develop during such courses. Concerns are 
also raised regarding too many students being ‘shoehorning’ (The Irish Times, 9th January 2017) 
and ‘herded into third level’ (The Irish Times, 22nd August, 2016), with suggestions that 
alternative forms of education should be equally valued as ‘third level need not be for everyone’ 





road to career success’ (The Irish Independent, 25th May 2015). Overall, however, the dominant 
discourse is focused on progression to third level and to a degree programme. 
Discussion 
 
Three major interrelated issues are discussed in light of the results. The first is the 
instrumentalist/vocational/technicist nature of Irish education as reflected in the dominance of 
technical in the reporting as against the critical emancipatory paradigm. The second issue relates 
to the influence of dominant ideologies in Irish educational thought (Lynch 1987) on media 
treatment of the Leaving Certificate Programme. Regarding this, there is the influence of 
consensualism which takes the status quo for granted and enables newspaper coverage to 
consolidate traditional interests regarding the Leaving Certificate in the Irish psyche. The third 
issue is the relative media silence with respect to ‘less prestigious’ aspects of the Leaving 
Certificate and the importance of social as well as human capital. Each of these is now 




Back in 1991, the OECD (1991, 67) noted the “original instrumental and academic orientations” 
of the curriculum in Ireland. Around the same time, O’Sullivan (1992, 464) noted the 
“careerism” in Irish second-level schooling concluding that “the Irish frame of education and 
social discourse has become increasingly coterminous with the theme of education and the 
economy [while] cultural identity, language, civic competence and moral development were 
excluded as themes”. Fuller (1990), too, asserted that instrumental considerations had become 
taken for granted within Irish education discourse and that the vocational emphasis that was so 
feared by the conservative minded and clerically-dominated Council of Education in the 1950s, 
had become “well established thirty years later”. It was within this context that media coverage 





when the relationship between schooling and the labour market, a common theme in the 
analyzed articles, came to prominence.  
The heavy emphasis on CAO points, subject advice, study skills and examination tips 
identified in our study clearly indicates that the instrumental mentality is still dominant. As a 
result, the Leaving Certificate continues to be a source of high levels of stress for students and 
has a negative impact on their personal development. Also, it exerts an enormous influence on 
teaching, learning and the student experience of education.  
The backwash effect of the scenario described above militates against the development 
of the skills required for successful progression through higher education and in employment. 
On this, Hyland (2011, 6) has stated that “concerns that the second-level education system does 
not prepare students adequately for third level have been expressed with monotonous regularity 
during the past 50 years”. When the NCCA (2005) proposed a shift of emphasis in the 
curriculum from knowledge to key skills, and from terminal to continuous assessment, the 
Minister of Education of the day stated that she was “not so sure [about this] Rolls Royce 
option… the Leaving Cert is an independent, objective assessment that is well regarded 
internationally. People have great confidence in it and we should not undermine it” (The Irish 
Times, 18 January 2006).  Given this situation, it is not surprising that the newspaper articles 
examined here are focused largely on technical instrumental issues such as the number of bonus 
CAO points available for higher level mathematics results, changes to the Leaving Certificate 
examination grading scale, and the maze of pathways that await students on completion of 
second-level education. 
Informed by Foucault’s notion of discursive regularity, Long (2008, 21) identified certain 
protocols that “govern both what is sayable and unsayable”. He went on to argue that the 
rubricist protocol, which eschews values and norms, is “the dominant protocol among teachers 





In this environment, he contended, examination techniques are prized above all else so that 
meeting “the examiner’s expectations becomes more important than any kind of generative 
inquiry” and teachers find it extremely difficult to “operate more creatively in their classrooms” 
(ibid, 124). Long further suggested that in this environment the dominance of the technicist and 
instrumental paradigm was reducing education to “targets that are easily coded on a manager’s 
spreadsheet” with unpredictable learning outcomes giving way to “more detailed prescriptive 
outcomes” (ibid, 125). 
Consensualism 
The way in which media treatment of the Leaving Certificate takes the ‘status quo’ for granted 
is reflected in the assumptions that all Leaving Certificate students agonize over their CAO 
options in order to transition to higher education. Notwithstanding the fact that some articles 
deal with social class disadvantage, this broadly consensualist approach (Lynch 1987) 
understands society to be an undifferentiated whole.  Also, it facilitates the perpetuation of 
previously taken-for-granted assumptions. This is well illustrated by the nature of the recent 
public debate on the Framework for Junior Cycle curriculum in Ireland, which prescribes for 
such innovative global reforms as the introduction of key skills and statements of learning. 
While the implementation of such changes needs to be informed by the conduct of a critical 
debate regarding relationships between knowledge and skills, between teaching and learning, 
and between teacher autonomy and external regulation, what eventuated was dominated by 
technical arguments regarding modes of assessment.  
The failure to discuss critical questions has enabled the continuation of what Hannan and 
Boyle (1987, 163) once called an education process that “has clearly worked to the benefit of 
the majority of middle class”. Lynch (1989, 162) also described this previously in stating that 





it does not change. As a power group the middle classes are well positioned to have their 
interests defined as the public interest in education”.  
The consensualist treatment of the Leaving Certificate in the media also contributes to 
agenda-setting by influencing the salience of topics on the public agenda (McCombs and 
Reynolds 2002). In this manner, it helps to consolidate the existing competitive values of senior 
cycle education in the Irish psyche and reinforce the perceived importance of those aspects of 
the Leaving Certificate that are emphasised in the newspaper coverage. This, in turn, serves to 
stymie debate around, for example, the value of the Leaving Certificate programme to the 
individual and civic society, as well as the silences in the media treatment regarding less 
celebrated aspects of the programme.  
 
Silences 
The hierarchy of Leaving Certificate programmes and subject levels, and the imbalance 
between human and social capital concerns, are noteworthy silences in the analysed articles. 
Both the LCVP and the LCA receive scant media attention. Also, since the former is essentially 
a clone of the LCE, the focus of this section of the paper is on the LCA. 
Students in the LCA come primarily from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Banks et 
al. 2010). For some time also, there have been indications that it can serve to reproduce the 
class position of disadvantaged working-class girls and compound their socio-economic 
marginalization (Murphy 2006). This compares with the situation in certain other 
constituencies. For example, parity of esteem is a fairly common problem for vocationally 
oriented courses designed for potential early school leavers in Australia and Scotland (Smith 
2004). In similar vein, we have known for some time that the ‘ring-fenced’ nature of the LCA 
- an issue that has never been subject to any substantive review in the media - “creates a two-
tier system in which students are ‘ghettoised’, have little opportunity to learn with the wider 





The continued fitness for purpose of the LCA is called into question on cogitating student 
destinations data and parity of esteem concerns in an environment that has changed 
considerably since the programme was designed 25 years ago (Gleeson & O’Flaherty, 2013). 
The Irish education establishment has adopted the classic bureaucratic attitude that the LCA is 
now “in place” and will remain as is. Senator Feargal Quinn, an early champion of the LCA, 
has remarked that ‘as the years have passed, the LCA has become just part of the wallpaper 
rather than the revolution it promised to be’.  
The silences on the LCA in the media do not extend to politicians, who regularly comment 
favorably on it. To what extent is such praise motivated by the role of the LCA in improving 
school retention rates, thus enabling the Minister for Education and Skills, Richard Bruton 
(Press Release, 20 November, 2017) to boast that “at 93.6% Ireland [is] 2nd highest across the 
28 EU member states” for the average number of adults aged 20-24 who have completed upper 
secondary education?  Meanwhile, those students already marginalized are kept in a ring-fenced 
pen, separated from their peers taking the high-stakes LCE.   
There are also silences in the newspaper reporting that relate to questions raised about a 
concern with human capital at a time when there is growing recognition it alone is not sufficient 
to sustain national economic development, and with governments and societies being 
increasingly concerned about wellbeing, quality of life and social capital. As Biesta (2013, 738) 
has concluded regarding such matters internationally, the competitive global economy “is 
neither the be-all and end-all of education, nor the be-all and end-all of life”.  
Social capital is positively correlated with such essential social outcomes as better health, 
improved child welfare and lower crime rates. On this, the OECD (2001, 10) has argued that 
“we need to be concerned about long-run changes in human well-being as well as short-run 





social benefits”. To put it another way, what is required is a shift in focus from a ‘knowledge 
economy’ to a knowledge society. 
Finally, consideration of the extent to which the ‘points race’ is stressful for students, as 
reflected in the number of related articles, and impedes their personal development highlights 
the need for a sustained debate on the balance between human and social capital within 
education (Sugrue and Gleeson, 2004). This brings to mind Englund’s (2009, 31) suggestion 
that schools can play a crucial role “in the development of social intelligence and trust (social 
capital)” and the questions he raises regarding “the one-sided, often individually focused, 
emphasis on achievement?” One glimmer of hope is that the new emphasis on Wellbeing in the 
Irish Framework for the Junior Cycle suggests that the significance of social capital is being 
recognized. It remains to be seen, however, how this new development fares out when 




This paper has provided an analysis of the nature of coverage in two national newspapers 
in Ireland relating to the Leaving Certificate programme. This coverage, reflective of the thrust 
of the Irish education system, is instrumentalist and technical in nature and largely fails to raise 
critical and fundamental questions regarding the nature of schooling in Ireland. It indicates that 
the influence of consensualism continues to exist while those who engage with ‘less prestigious’ 
aspects of the Leaving Certificate, who take the ‘ordinary level’ papers, and who don’t (or can’t) 
progress to third level education, are largely ignored. Only a very brave government and 
Minister for Education will challenge the situation. While the status quo remains, the Leaving 
Certificate will continue to be a misnomer. In the interim, it is clearly in the interests of the Irish 
national newspapers to continue ‘as usual’ in its reporting on the Leaving Certificate which is 
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